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ABSTRACT 
AN ASSESSMENT OF THE CURRENT MENTAL HEALTH AND 
SUBSTANCE ABUSE SERVICES IN SOUTHERN HUMBOLDT 
COUNTY, CALIFORNIA 
By 
Mickey L. Mood 
May 2001 

The first part of this study assessed the number and demographics of clients 
currently accessing mental health services through Humboldt County Mental Health. It 
also examined the frequency of visits and intervals between visits. The second part 
identified other providers of mental health and substance abuse services and the num- 
ber of clients being seen for these services. The accessibility and affordability of serv- 
ices were discussed. Finally, the total number of clients being seen for each service 
was calculated and compared to national averages in order to determine unmet needs. 

The findings showed that existing services do not meet the needs of the popula- 
tion. Less than 1% is accessing mental health services in southern Humboldt County. 
Approximately 1 in 1,000 get substance abuse counseling. Challenges and barriers to 
service, including transportation and culture, were examined. Implications for social 


work practice in the area studied and in rural areas were discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to identify the present condition and assess the 
needs of the residents in southern Humboldt County, California, for mental health and 
substance abuse services. This is a rural community in Northern California with 
limited services for those with mental health or substance abuse problems. Concern 
about the lack of services has been the driving force behind the formation of the South- 
ern Humboldt Mental Health Task Force Advisory Board. This study addressed the 
numbers of people currently seeking mental health and substance abuse services in 
southern Humboldt County and the type and frequency of care. It also assessed the 
numbers of qualified counselors and psychiatrists, the accessibility of these services, 
and the affordability of these services. 

Geographic Area 

This study focused on the geographic area designated as the southern portion of 
Humboldt County in California. It is an area bounded by the Pacific Ocean on the 
west, Mendocino County on the south, Trinity County on the east, and a northern 
border that extends approximately to Redcrest on the highway 101 corridor. This geo- 


graphic area encompasses around 900 square miles. The entire area is unincorporated 
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and is mostly rural. The largest population center, the Garberville/Redway/Benbow 
area, is about 60 miles from the nearest urban area. It is located on the State Highway 
101 corridor that runs south to north through the middle of southern Humboldt County, 
roughly following the course of the South Fork of the Eel River. To the west of the 
highway corridor, the Coastal Mountains and the King Range rise steeply before drop- 
ping into the ocean at Shelter Cove and the Lost Coast. To the east, hills quickiy de- 
velop into the Yoila Bolly Mountains. With the Garberville/Redway area as a hub, the 
Briceland-Shelter Cove Road goes to the west and the Alderpoint Road to the east. 
Small communities cluster along these roads as well as along the highway. There is no 
public transportation available in this area except a van for senior and disabled citizens 
that runs on a limited schedule. 
Demographics 

The U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990) estimated a 1990 total population of 
12,168 for this area. The Garberville/Redway Chamber of Commerce (2000) listed the 
rural trade area as 15,000. According to the same reports, between 3,012 and 4,000 
people live in the communities of Garberville, Redway, and Benbow. While the medi- 
an household income in 1989 was $21,189, the 1990 census stated that 2,657 people in 
the southern Humboldt County area (about 22%) were below the poverty level. The 
Southern Humboldt Community Healthcare District (SHCHD) and Southern Humboldt 
Community Planning Group (1997) reported that, for this same time period, 41% of the 
households had incomes of less than $15,000. Of those living below the poverty level, 
about 40% were children under 18 years old and about 5% were 65 years old or over. 
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About 43% of families living below the poverty level, with children under 18 years, 
had female heads of households with no husband present. The SHCHD highlighted 
that an astonishing 75% of the children under age 18 did not live with both parents. It 
is easily seen from these data that a large proportion of the population was low-income 
and that the majority lived outside of the principal commercial areas. 

According to Census Bureau data for 1990 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990), 
about 25% of the total households in the area got their income from Social Security and 
about 17% from public assistance. Eight percent of persons 16-64 years had a disabil- 
ity that prevented them from working. Twenty-two percent of persons 25 years or older 
in 1990 had less than a high school diploma and 6% had less than a ninth grade educa- 
tion. There were 5,333 persons age 16 and over in the labor force in 1990, with an un- 
employment rate of about 13%. About 17% of females 16 years and older lived with 
their own children who were 6 years old or less. More than half of those who were 16 
years and older who were employed in 1990 worked in the “shadow economy” or were 
self-employed. Service jobs accounted for 18% of employment, reflecting the eco- 
nomic base of tourism. Thirteen percent of those employed worked in clerical posi- 
tions and 8% worked in sales. These data suggest a large number of working poor, as 
well as a significant number of persons who had many barriers to adequate employment 


such as lack of education and the need for child care. 
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History 

Logging, fishing, and ranching had been the backbone of the southern Hum- 
boldt County economy in the early years of its development. Logging diminished as 
large areas of Coastal Redwoods were clear-cut and much of the remaining forest was 
set aside as state parks. Today, most of the logging activity takes place in the northern 
part of the county, and timber harvest plans are fought strongly by local residents and 
environmental groups. Fishing declined as water from the Eel River was diverted to 
furnish water for vineyards in Napa and Sonoma counties and for hydroelectric power. 
Today, several organizations, such as Friends of the Eel River, look for legal redress 
and return of water to this major river. Ranching faded as the large parcels were bro- 
ken down and usable grazing land became limited. 

The area experienced a huge population influx in the 1970s as young people 
who wanted to go “back to the land” bought inexpensive pieces of land for homesteads. 
At the same time and into the 1980s, many Vietnam veterans came to this area to settle. 
Today, many people still live on 20- to 40-acre homesteads. Most of the 100-acre-plus 
ranches that existed at the beginning of the 20th century have been broken into smaller 
parcels. According to widespread anecdotes from various sources, the new settlers 
brought in the beginning of marijuana cultivation as an economic resource. As the 
“war on drugs” forced the price of marijuana higher, many of the new homesteaders 
amassed large amounts of money. Some of the money invested in the communities at 
that time came from this “pot money.” Isolated communities developed, and alterna- 


tive schools, community centers, a rural health center, and a community credit union 
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were created during this time. However, as the profit from marijuana cultivation 
increased, so did the influx of cocaine, heroin, and speed. As profits increased, large 
gardens and indoor “grows” became more common. This, in turn, increased law en- 
forcement surveillance and the risks involved in cultivation. Many of those who had 
looked to marijuana cultivation as a means of paying off the homestead or paying for 
the children’s education found themselves facing criminal charges. In spite of efforts 
by law enforcement, the problems associated with alcohol and other drug abuse in- 
creased. The California Children and Families First Planning Process (Humboldt 
County Health Department Maternal, Child, Adolescent Health [MCAH] 1999) re- 
ported that anecdotal reports from perinatal service providers and public health nursing 
and other home visiting agency staff ranked substance abuse as the primary problem 


encountered in their work with families with young children. 


Implications 


As a setting for this study, the southern Humboldt area provides a rich mixture 
of conventional rural interests and “alternative lifestyles.” A large portion of the pop- 
ulation may be considered “at risk” for health problems, including mental health and 
substance abuse, because of the prevailing economic and social conditions. Of particu- 
lar concern in recent years are suicides and homicides involving young people. Al- 
though official figures are not available at this time. the local press has reported at least 


three suicides and five homicides involving persons 0-24 years since the beginning of 
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2000. This is well over the rates reported for Humboldt County as a whole in 1996 
(Humboldt County Health Department MCAH, 1999). 
Definitions 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms are defined. 
At Risk 

According to the SHCHD (1997), “People are ‘at risk’ where there are condi- 
tions in their lives that create the potential for problems such as homelessness, health 
problems, poverty, substance abuse, domestic violence, etc.” (p. 2). 
Community 

A group of people residing in the same locality under the same government 
(Trembath, 1995). 
Culture 

The shared values, norms, traditions, customs, arts, history, folklore, and in- 
stitutions of groups of people. 
Rural 

A term for which a multitude of definitions exist. The U.S. Bureau of the 
Census’ (1990) definition of a rural population includes all those people living outside 
of (a) urban areas that are named or (b) incorporated places with 2,500 or more resi- 
dents. It is important to understand that rural residents generally have shared beliefs 


and values that are somewhat different from those found in urban areas. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
This chapter focuses on literature that describes the why and how of mental 
health and substance abuse service needs assessments in general, rural mental health 
and substance abuse delivery systems, and recent studies that have been done in Hum- 
boldt County and the southern Humboldt area. 


Needs Assessments for Mental Health and Substance 
Abuse Services: Why Do Them? 


There has been a great deal of interest in mental health and substance abuse by 
the federal government recently. Donna E. Shalala, former Secretary of the U.S. De- 
partment of Health and Human Services (DHHS), wrote in her introduction to the 2000 
Surgeon General’s report: 

What we are coming to realize is that mental health is absolutely essen- 
tial to achieving prosperity. According to the landmark “Global Burden of Dis- 
ease” study, commissioned by the World Health Organization and the World 
Bank, 4 of the 10 leading causes of disability for persons age 5 and older are 
mental disorders. ... Mental disorders also are tragic contributors to mortality, 
with suicide perennially representing one of the leading preventable causes of 
death in the United States and worldwide. (n.p.) 

In his report, David Satcher (2000), former Surgeon General of the United 
States, revealed that about 1 in 5 Americans experiences a mental disorder in the course 
ofa year. Approximately 15% of all adults who have a mental disorder in 1 year also 


experience a co-occurring substance (alcoho! or other drug) use disorder which 
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